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Why are some students
reluctant speakers of
English?

Ketevan Gogaladze
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Exploratory questions

« How do learners feel about
speaking? .

« What kinds of speaking £330 .1 observation
activities do | use in class? V- W &\ « Focus group

« Whenin the lesson do
students speak English?

In this report, Ketevan describes her
research journey to understand her
students’ reluctance to speak English
in class. By investigating her students’
emotions, preferred activities,

and participation, she discovered
effective strategies for boosting their
confidence and engagement which
included dynamic warm-ups, pre-
teaching of vocabulary introduction
and interactive tasks.
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Teaching context

| work at LEPL Khashuri Municipality Davit
Kakiashvili Public School No.2. My school is
situated in the heart of the town. Our school
serves 363 students ranging from elementary to
secondary levels. We take pride in being pioneers
of inclusive education within our curriculum. We
have a dedicated team of specialists who provide
additional support to students with special needs,
and this service comes at no cost to the students.
The school’s priority is to establish a safe and
equitable learning environment for all individuals.

Currently, the school is undergoing renovation,
and we are excited to soon have a building that
meets European standards. Our school creates
great conditions for teachers’ professional
development and supports their innovative ideas.
Teachers attend each other’s lessons and share
their experiences to enhance the quality of
education for our students. Collaboration and
cooperation make our school unique, where every
individual feels happy and goal-oriented.

LEPL Khashuri Municipality Davit Kakiashvili Public School No.2

Research focus

| chose to explore the reluctance to speak English
by my learners because | noticed that some of my
sixth graders showed no interest in participating
in speaking activities. After analysing the issue,

| decided to explore this problem and find out a
way that motivated them to take part in speaking
activities and become more confident. In most
cases, those students were sitting quietly, and
even if | was using differentiation in my teaching
contexts, they did not show interest in speaking.

To understand the situation, | started designing my
research project and | created three exploratory
questions:

1. How do learners feel about speaking?

2. What kinds of speaking activities do | use in
class?

3. When in the lesson do students speak English?

In order to collect the data, | created a
questionnaire for my students. The questionnaire
contained multiple-choice and open-ended
questions. The questions focused on how they felt
during speaking, whether they had any favourite
fun speaking activities, and what aspects of the
current speaking activities they enjoyed the most.
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Another method | used was observation. | invited
two of my colleagues and the school principal

to observe the dynamics of the lessons and the
students, especially during speaking activities.

The main focus was to discover the activities my
students engaged in during speaking tasks and the
strategies | used to support them. Based on the
criteria, my colleagues compared two observed
lessons and provided me with feedback afterwards.

Lastly, | conducted two focus groups in Georgian

to encourage my students’ active participation.
Twelve students expressed a desire to take part

in the focus groups. Students expressed their
thoughts and reported on what hindered them from
being active in speaking activities.

Findings

The findings from my research revealed several key
insights:

My learners exhibited varied emotions towards
speaking. Most students (ten out of 21) experienced
insecurity, shyness, and nervousness, while only five
students felt confident and motivated. Six students
feared being laughed at for pronunciation errors or
lack of vocabulary.

Observations and focus group feedback indicated
that activities like picture descriptions, dialogue
practice, and interviews, particularly in pairs,
enhanced comfort, enjoyment, and motivation,
allowing students to express their thoughts

and feelings more freely. The observation notes
mentioned that, ‘Students are eagerly participating
in warm-up activities, and no one showed any
shyness because the working environment was
stress-free.’ Student number one said: 'l love pair
work because if | do not remember any words in
English, my partner reminds me. We help each other
and are not shy while speaking.’

According to the observation, students engaged
in a variety of interactive learning activities,
including whole-class sessions, group discussions,
and responding to individual questions from the
teacher. One of the teachers mentioned, ‘Students
speak English more when they work in small

group activities or in pairs [..] Students actively
participated throughout the lesson, with a warm-up
activity boosting interest and ready-made sentence
starters building their confidence to speak English
during the lesson’.

The data also suggested that each student actively
participated in paired tasks; however, when
directly questioned, some offered brief ‘yes or

no’ responses. Interestingly, during group work,
there was a tendency for students to revert to
using their native language. Student number two
mentioned, 'When the questions refer to expressing
our emotions, | prefer to use our mother tongue

to express myself in a better way’. Additionally, |
used a wide range of interactive activities, such as
musical chairs, discussions, role-playing, guessing
games, mingling activities, interviews, and the ’hot
seat’ activity. | also used debates but they were not
preferred as they were perceived as demanding

in terms of critical thinking skills, leading to
frustration and resorting to the use of their native
language (L1). | also used pair work and classroom
observations that showed active participation in
interactive tasks.

With regards to the moments in the lesson when
students spoke English, they did it more when they
worked in small group activities or pairs; when they
had engaging activities and when they felt secure.
Class observations confirmed active participation
throughout the lesson, with a warm-up activity
boosting interest and ready-made sentence starters
building their confidence to speak English during
the lesson. One girl mentioned, 'l prefer speaking
face to face and conducting interviews. However, |
feel uncomfortable when the teacher observes me
and takes notes, which leads me to stop talking.
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To sum up, | can say that the majority of my
students expressed enjoyment in activities in

pairs and small groups. Engaging activities like
musical chairs, discussions, role-play, guessing
games and mingling activities were also among
their favourites, while debates were less popular
due to their difficulty. Students spoke English
mostly during interactive tasks when supported by
warmers and sentence starters.

Proposed action plan

Based on these findings, | plan to implement the
following changes in my teaching approach:

« Starting every speaking lesson with a lively
warm-up.

» Introducing topic-related vocabulary and
sentence starters.

« Engaging in role plays, dialogues, discussions,
and games.

« Using different interaction patterns, such as solo,
pair work, and group work, in which students will
engage in various tasks and practice language.

| hope that this approach will reduce their levels
of stress, making them feel more comfortable and
supported during speaking tasks.

Final reflections

After the research, | will change the concept of my
teaching. In every speaking lesson, I'll start with

a lively warm-up like the ‘word association game’,
either in pairs or with the whole class. Then, I'll
introduce vocabulary with an activity connected

to the lesson topic. Next, | will start using different
kinds of warm-up, role play, discussion, and language
practice techniques. Also, | will encourage my
students to give each other constructive feedback.

The research helped me greatly. During the
research, | gained a lot of knowledge and
experience, and besides, my teaching effectiveness
has improved. And what is more, | saw my students’
needs and the reason why each of them struggled
while speaking.
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The author

‘The research helped me greatly. During the
research, | gained a lot of knowledge and
experience, and besides, my teaching effectiveness
has improved.

Ketevan Gogaladze has 16 years of experience
as an ESL teacher and five years of experience
as an Access Program English language teacher
in Georgia, specifically in Khashuri. She teaches
at Khashuri Public School No.2. Ketevan is also a
teacher trainer and a board member of Gori ETAG
(English Teachers’ Association in Georgia). She
conducts training sessions and workshops for
English teachers and serves as an Online Teacher
Community project assistant. Since 2018, she

has been recognised as a Microsoft Innovative
Educator Expert (MIE Expert) and has been an
active member of eTwinning (European School
Education Platform) since 2017. Additionally, she
is an alumna of the Access Exchange programme
in the USA.




